"GIVE IT BACK!" Erin DeSoto's strident demand penetrated the closed windows of the house, momentarily drowning out the soothing hum of the air conditioner, "DADDY!" Roy DeSoto missed the nail he was hammering into the wall and struck his thumb, "Ah!" he exclaimed, dropping the hammer on a nearby chair and stepping down from the step ladder. Hanging that new family portrait'll have to wait.
brothers.
Roy checked the problems, then turned back to the assignment book, "Math done," he said, checking off the assignment, "Did you read Chapter 4 in Social Studies and answer the questions?" "Yes," Erin replied, opening the second notebook.
Roy checked the assignment off, "And the spelling words at the end of Chapters 6 and 7?" Roy continued.
Erin opened the third notebook, "Mommy checked them already," she informed, "They were all right," she added, flashing a smug grin at Chris and Tommy.
Roy checked off the assignment, then returned the small notebook to Erin's school bag, "Okay, Tommy, your turn."
Tommy handed his assignment book to his father, "This is bogus," he muttered.
"Humor me," Roy returned, opening the notebook, "History, read Chapter 2 and answer the odd questions at the end."
Tommy silently slid a notebook to Roy. "Done," Roy said, checking off the assignment, "Did you do the Math problems at the end of Chapter 5?" "Yes," Tommy sighed, sliding the second notebook to Roy.
Roy checked off the assignment, "That's it?" he asked, "Are you sure you didn't forget to write something down?" Tommy rolled his eyes, "The teachers check before you leave class," he informed.
"Just asking," Roy returned, winking at his second son, "Trust me, Tommy," he began.
"We'll thank you for this when we're older," the three children recited in unison.
"I've gotta get some new material," Roy joked, "All right, Chris, you're up."
Chris silently slid his assignment book to Roy, not making eye contact.
He didn't do something. "What didn't you get to, Chris?" Roy asked.
Chris took a deep breath, "Algebra. I don't understand it, Dad," he said plaintively, "It's all these word problems and they don't make any sense."
By the time they reached the DeSoto house, Roy had no doubt that something was bothering his partner. Whatever it is, it's serious. If John leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling as Roy walked through to the kitchen. "How's it goin', Chris?" he heard Roy ask.
"Terrible," Chris responded, "I just don't get it, Dad," he complained.
The sound of a chair scraping on the floor, then, "Let's have a look."
"Why do I have to take Algebra anyway?" Chris's voice whined, "I'm never gonna use it." "You'll need to understand Algebra to take higher math later on," Roy's voice answered, "Like Geometry and Trigonometry," a pause, "Johnny and I use Algebra all the time."
Johnny frowned. For what?
"For what?" Chris's voice asked.
"Like figuring out how much medication to administer to a patient," Roy's voice answered.
Oh, yeah, I guess we do. I never thought about it that way.
"I'm not gonna be a paramedic, Dad," Chris returned, "And I don't wanna take Geometry, or Trig." Roy laughed, "The State of California says you have to, son," he chided, "Okay, problem 1," he began, "A lawn mower uses 3 tanks of gas to cut 10 acres. How many tanks of gas would be needed for 30 acres?" he read aloud, "You did really well with proportions a few lessons back," he said, "That's all this is," he paused, "You know 3 values, you just have to find the 4 th ." "Okay," Chris' voice said, "3 over 10 equals x over 30," he recited, "That's easy," he laughed, "9."
"See? You knew how to do these problems all along," Roy said proudly, "Try the next one."
Hate to disagree with you there, Roy. You showed him that he knew it all along. John closed his eyes. Reluctantly, Roy stood and went back into the kitchen. John leaned his head back and tried to think about something other than his father. He hadn't been very successful over the past several weeks, so he wasn't holding his breath.
John had just closed his eyes when he felt the couch shift. Roy shook his head and followed his son into the kitchen. "I'm fixing soup and sandwiches for lunch."
John rose from the couch and hobbled into the kitchen behind them. Tommy was standing in front of the open refrigerator door. Roy had returned to the stove to stir the soup.
John leaned over the boy's shoulder and surveyed the contents of the refrigerator. "Slim pickins, huh?" He hobbled over to the table and sat down in one of the chairs.
"Yeah." Tommy snorted. "15," John said quietly. "Even before then, he was never around. From the time I was 9, I had to go home right after school and take care of my mom until he got home. Which was always way after dark." He paused and shook his head. "I don't wanna bore you with that, though." Rascal trotted toward Chris, veering out of reach as the boy grabbed for the ball firmly gripped between the dog's ivory teeth. The dog hopped around, growling playfully as Chris and Tommy chased him. The shoe was on the other paw and it was Rascal's turn to tease Chris and Tommy with the ball.
"Erin, make him give the ball back," Tommy ordered.
Erin laughed and shook her head. "He's not gonna give it back." The gate scraped and Rascal forgot about the ball, dropping it on the grass. The dog growled, then ran around the side of the house, barking furiously at the intruder.
Roy turned his eyes heavenward. What now?
"Take it easy, Rascal." Hank Stanley's voice struggled to rise above the dog's barking. "I'm friendly."
Johnny'll never talk to me in front of Cap. Roy walked around the side of the house and grabbed the dog's collar. "Can it, Rascal," he ordered. "Sorry, Cap."
"That explains it." Roy laughed as he followed Hank back out to the yard. "All right, you guys come on and get something to drink!" "In a minute, Dad," Chris called back.
Hank sat down across from John and slid a beer across to him. Erin scrambled off Joanne's lap. "I think we wore him out!" she called, following her brothers into the yard.
"He'll wake up when we start playing with the ball," Tommy informed. He scooped the ball up from the grass and tossed it to Chris, who caught it.
Marie laughed at the comment. "I miss having kids this age," she said wistfully. John rummaged through the contents. Removing the foil cover from a cereal bowl yielded a bowl of spaghetti sauce. He took the bowl out and set it on the counter. He finally let the door swing shut when he found nothing else worth eating. The ends of a loaf of bread took the place of spaghetti, since John was too hungry to boil water for the real thing.
The back door opened and Joanne walked in carrying the now empty juice pitcher. "Just make yourself at home, Johnny." She laughed.
John froze in mid-bite, blushing furiously. He'd just stuffed one sauce soaked end of bread into his mouth, so he covered his mouth before attempting to explain himself. "Ummmm . . ."
Rascal barked, tail now wagging furiously.
"Johnny!" Mike hummed the ball at John.
Roy winced, thinking that John was going to leap without thinking.
"Get it, Tommy!" John laughed as the ball sailed over his hand. Chet and Marco had stepped out of the house. "What happened?" Chet asked.
"Rascal went nuts and tried to kill our dad." Matt sounded both awed and angry.
"He didn't!" Erin insisted. She took a deep breath, then looked at Roy. "He was just scared, Daddy. He thought Uncle Mike was gonna hurt me."
"What he did was still wrong, Erin," Roy smoothed the strawberry blond hair again. "Why don't you go into the house and put some cold water on your face?" "C'mon, Erin." Tommy put an arm around Erin's shoulders and led her into the house.
"Man, what a baby," Matt muttered.
Chris turned on his friend. "Take that back," he demanded, shoving Matt.
"Whoa! Christopher, in the house." Roy took the boy by the shoulders and led him into the kitchen. "Where'd you learn that? I know it wasn't from me, or your mother."
"He called Erin a baby, Dad," Chris said petulantly.
"And you and your brother call her that every day," Roy returned. "And twice on Sundays." But she's
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